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The Moral Role Things Play in Dementia Care  
 










Residential dementia care increasingly makes use of 
objects and artificial environments to support people 
with dementia, whose cognitive abilities are challenged, 
in sensual and emotional ways (e.g. in emotion-oriented 
care, therapeutic design). Many of these objects have 
aspects of make-believe. Think e.g. of social robots, 
therapy dolls, virtual-reality. People with dementia are 
particularly vulnerable to a loss of trust. 
 
In close co-operation with professionals in care and 
design, this project investigated when the use of objects 
that involve aspects of make-believe supports the 
personhood of people with dementia. And when must it 
be seen as deceitful or manipulative?  
 
Relationships with objects involve our thinking, but also 
our senses, emotions and (inter)actions. Therefore, the 
project extended questions of truth and deceit from 
make-believe, also to make-feel and make-play.  
 
It developed ethical guidelines and workshop material 
for professionals in care and design to support case-to-
case decision making on these questions.  
Ethics of deception and truthfulness in dementia care 
 
Care professionals generally agree that lying to 
vulnerable people is wrong. But does this also mean that 
you always have to tell the truth? The truth might hurt 
people who forget painful facts (e.g. the death of a loved 
one, their dementia). People with dementia also may 
experience reality differently. Person-centered care 
teaches to take these experiences seriously in their 
emotional significance.  
 
This situation is further complicated with the influx of 
things with aspects of make-believe in dementia care. 
(When) are imitation bus stops for people who want to 
leave for home justified? How to properly use dolls, robot 
pets, or virtual environments that offer as-if experiences? 
 
Five core values are at stake: the autonomy and the 
dignity of people with dementia; the authenticity of their 
lives and of their social and material environment; the 
possibility to trust their environment; and the integrity of 
professionals in care and design. 
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Workshop material  
 
guide for teachers; case descriptions of ethical dilemmas (e.g. around exit camouflage, virtual reality, robot pets, 
imitation bus stop; dolls); set of cards presenting the five core values; targeted assignments that invite to evaluate the 
case and arrive at a motivated ethical decision on suitable use and design of objects. 
